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Literacy, Security, Governmentality: Defining Spaces, Managing 
Populations – How Has Education Become Part of Whole of 
Government Security Strategy? 
 
Stephen Kelly 
In this paper I conduct a Foucauldian discourse analysis of a political speech 
given by Brendon Nelson in 2006 when the Australian Minister for Defence in 
the Howard Coalition Government. The speech connects conceptualisations of 
terror, globalization, education and literacy as part of a whole of government 
security strategy. The analysis examines this speech as an example of a liberal 
way of governing the conduct of diverse and unpredictable populations. My 
analysis suggests that the apparatus of government has been strategically used in 
order to biopolitically contain the rise of complex social forces and protect a set 
of homogenous cultural values. The purposes of education and uses of literacy 
are seen as instruments for the inscription of a coded set of values understood to 
be  synonymous with civil society.  
Keywords: security, apparatus, governmentality, education, literacy, 
globalisation, terror  
Introduction 
As in other parts of the world, in the first decade of the twenty first century, Australian 
political and civic life has been characterised by a preoccupation with risks and dangers 
to national sovereignty, economy and sense of nationhood. Policy statements have 
placed emphasis on the effects of globalisation and the impacts of terror on society 
(Larkin & Uhr, 2009); effective strategies in the cultivation and preservation of national 
identity and cultural values (Sidhu & Taylor, 2009); and the responsibility of citizens to 
contribute to the economic productivity of the nation (Kenway & Fahey, 2010). These 
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concerns have been steeped in debates about national and geopolitical security and have 
given rise to what has come to be known within government circles as a whole-of-
government security strategy (Australian Parliament, 2004; Evans, 2007). Concurrently, 
with the growth of organised systems of public schooling, education and literacy have 
grown in importance as technologies of government, and since the turn of the century, 
have emerged as significant fields of public policy (Ball, 1997; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010).  
 In westernised democracies government interest in education and literacy has 
been characterised by a complex relationship between political (Hunter, 1988; Luke, 
1991), religious (Brass, 2011) and economic interests (Collin & Apple, 2007). As key 
Australian scholars have shown (Green & Cormack, 2008; Green, Cormack, & 
Patterson, 2013), both sectarian and secular interests have deployed education and 
literacy in the formation of individuals as moral and economic subjects and to do the 
work of nation building. In acknowledging the context of policy production since the 
Cold War and in particular since the end of the last century, this paper questions the 
integration of education and literacy as apparatus and technologies in whole-of-
government approaches. My aim in this paper is to build on understandings that link the 
rationality and mechanisms of government to the production of civil society (Flyvbjerg, 
1998).  
My analysis focuses on a speech delivered in 2006 by the Minister for Defence, 
Brendan Nelson, to the Murdoch University Asia Research Centre, with the theme 
‘Regional Instability and Australia’s Response’ (Nelson, 2006). I conceive of this text 
as a discourse moment, a particular instance where a rationality of government might be 
conjectured as emergent. The speech is indicative of the role that key policy actors play 
in the dissemination of policy as discourse (Bacchi, 2012, 2014). In this speech Minister 
Nelson carries forward into his defence portfolio the imprint of his previous work as 
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Minister for Education. I examine statements for ways Minister Nelson’s commentary 
discursively engages in dividing practices (Foucault, 1981) that constrain and limit the 
role of educated citizens. The Minister’s speech is also considered for the way policy 
statements strategically deploy concepts in the enactment of policy (Ball, 2008) at 
national and global scales. These foci respond to concerns about the assumptions and 
presumptions (Bacchi, 2014) lodged within statements, how the context of policy 
dissemination matters, particularly when it brings into view a system of prohibitions – 
the limits, rituals and privileges of discourse (Foucault, 1981) – and the effects of policy 
production.  
 
Putting Foucault and Bacchi to work 
The analysis is informed by Foucault’s notion of an apparatus (dispositif) of security, 
which he principally explores in his lecture series Security, Territory, Population 
(Foucault, 2007). Foucault has suggested that the apparatus (dispositif) of security is the 
essential technical instrument of governmentality. The concept of “apparatus/dispositif” 
is a multilayered term (Agamben, 2009; Deleuze, 2006). In my reading of Security, 
Territory, Population, Foucault refers to the apparatus (dispositif) of security in at least 
two senses – in some instances the apparatus of security are technologies or 
mechanisms of government; the means by which government intervenes in the lives of 
human populations. Foucault also speaks of a dispositif as an ensemble of practices that 
encapsulate a way of thinking about governmental activity. A dispositif can be seen as 
something that is synonymous, while not being reducible, to the concept of 
governmentality. In both uses of the terms, the security apparatus/dispositif incorporates 
the concepts of biopower and government rationalities such as neoliberalism.  
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Foucault suggests that freedom is nothing else but the correlate of the 
deployment of apparatuses (dispositif) of security. He qualifies his use of the term 
freedom by attaching it to the concept of circulation, a term that he takes to mean as the 
processes of circulation of people and things, the possibility of movement and change of 
place as well as the option of circulation. Freedom, in this sense, is an effect of the 
deployment of apparatus (dispositif) of security. Or to put it another way, the security 
apparatus (dispositif) constitutes particular kinds of freedom that are premised on the 
need to govern that which endangers its vitality: uncertain and contingent behaviour of 
living beings, the uncertain events they are implicated in, and the transformable and 
therefore contingent social world in which they circulate. A security apparatus 
(dispositif) is concerned with the fabrication of a civil society, nation, social world. It 
has as its reference points the dispersal of space, the production of a social milieu, the 
calculation of uncertainty, and the use of state apparatus to apply statistically defined 
normative profiles of population to the regulation and management of cases, risks, 
dangers and crises. This linkage between liberalism, economy and the deployment of 
freedom as a correlate of civil society, is significant for the way that the problem of 
security is analysed in this paper. It connects the concept of security to biopolitical 
government, while not ignoring the geopolitical implications of policy representations 
by the speakers of policy discourses such as that of the speech analysed in this paper 
given by Minister Nelson. 
I have drawn upon Bacchi’s (2014) notions of policy as discourse and her 
conceptualisation of policy problematization to support my analysis of how government 
produces relationships between citizens and sovereign national interests, through the 
integration of education and literacy as apparatus and technologies in whole-of-
government approaches. To do so, Bacchi’s approach requires adopting a critical 
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disposition, and provided the means to question the “interpretive” nature of policy 
problematizations and the tools to trace the descent and emergence of political texts 
when analysing the deployment of a dispositif of security. In approaching this kind of 
task Bacchi argues that there are three propositions that are central to her “What’s the 
Problem Represented to be?” (WPR) approach:  
• We are governed through problematizations.  
• We need to study problematizations (through analysing the problem 
representations they contain), rather than ‘problems’.  
• We need to problematize (interrogate) the problematizations on offer through 
scrutinizing the premises and effects of the problem representations they 
contain. (Bacchi, 2014, p. 47)  
Bacchi suggests that these propositions signal an interest in the critical 
examination of (a) forms of rule and their rationalities, (b) how forms of rule produce 
problems and (c) the effects of forms of rule. Bacchi’s approach makes it possible to use 
public policies and policy proposals as starting points to access the problematizations 
through which we are governed. She argues that that policy, or policy proposals, 
function as prescriptive texts that rely on a particular problematization or 
problematizations (Bacchi, 2012, 2014). Following Bacchi, my analysis works to see 
how particular problems have been represented, and have been constituted in the policy 
statements made in Minister Nelson’s speech as something that needs to be acted upon. 
This involves examining the conditions that bring policy “problems” into view.  
 
Recruiting civil society 
In 2006 the Minister for Defence, Brendan Nelson, delivered a speech to the Murdoch 
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University Asia Research Centre, with the theme Regional Instability and Australia’s 
Response (Nelson, 2006). In part, the speech is examined for the Minister’s function as 
a key policy actor in the discursive production of policy (Bacchi, 2012). Nelson’s 
previous role as Minister for Education, is important when considering the forms of 
commentary deployed in the speech, which engages themes of security and education 
(Foucault, 1972). The analysis brings into view how powerful discourses are spoken 
through policy actors (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014). This involves questioning how 
representations of policy “problems” engage processes of policy enactment at national 
and global scales (Ball, 2008). Following Bacchi, I focus here on the way that Nelson’s 
speech “thinks problematically” about global events and positions civil society. The 
discursive, subjectifying and lived effects are considered in relation to the complex 
framework of sovereign, geopolitical and global interests (Held, 2000; Sassen, 2000) 
presented in the speech. Hence the analysis builds on concepts explored above where 
security was understood as internal and external, geopolitical and biopolitical. And the 
categories of education and literacy are put to work within an ensemble of policy fields. 
I work with Nelson’s problematization of how education and literacy have been 
thought about as elements of a broader apparatus of security. Initially, this involves 
considering how the context of policy production and the human subjects being spoken 
to, figure in strategies employed by the Australian Government to justify the assembling 
of education and literacy within a whole-of-government security apparatus. My analysis 
brings into view concerns about strategic representations of human subjects, space, 
uncertainty, crisis and consequential risks to existing relationships of power and 
political economies (Dean, 2006, 2008). This line of inquiry asks how and where the 
problem produced has been disseminated and defended. Therefore, my analysis 
questions how education and literacy are implicated in the production of human subjects 
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and civil society; the discursive and non-discursive “conduct” of human populations by 
liberal governmentality both within and beyond the nation (Foucault, 1980; 2007, pp. 
10-11).  
The speech is wide ranging and covers issues of Australia’s strategic 
environment, security threats, geopolitical cooperation, decisive interventions, 
assistance and national strength. My analysis considers four passages relevant to the 
focus of the study, which I supply in full in appendices A, B, C and D. I examine these 
passages in sequence, drawing attention to elements of security used to frame this 
analysis: government of population through space, uncertainty and risk. Furthermore, in 
highlighting how the Minister’s academic audience is discursively positioned, two 
significant moves are identified: first, the use of a discourse of global change and 
uncertainty, followed by a discourse of values and civil society. 
Discourse of global change: Governing uncertainty and fears 
I begin by establishing the discursive focus of the Minister’s narrative: to project a 
representation of nation and identity. The aim is to see how government deploys an 
apparatus of security to fabricate, organize and plan milieu as fields of intervention on 
population. Foucault (2007)defined milieu as the ‘medium of an action and the element 
in which it circulates’, a ‘certain number of combined, overall effects bearing on all 
who live in it’ (p. 21). As a process of government, the planning of milieu is not neutral, 
but is a target of intervention for power. It takes into account a calculated use and 
weaving of spatial, geographical, artificial mediums and cultural, social and political 
relations, to ‘govern the physical and moral existence of subjects’ (p. 23). My concern 
below is to show how the mapping out of a milieu brings in to view both geopolitical 
and sovereign spaces and targets specific populations as a means to ‘account for action 
at a distance of one body on another’ (pp. 20-21). In this first instance, the Minister 
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establishes the milieu as a metaphorical space: a representation of Australia’s social and 
historical topography. 
Nelson begins his speech by acknowledging that in his previous work he had 
‘spent a lot of time visiting universities’. Having established his educational credibility 
he then quickly shifts focus to his role as Minister for Defence and his connections to 
Australian veterans and ‘learning of a different flavour’: 
When you listen to Australians who have worn the Australian uniform in previous 
conflicts reminisce about the past, it makes you realise how much the world has 
changed. For the most part those changes have been for the better. (Nelson, 2006, 
p. 1) 
In this passage, the tone is elegiac, as he evokes emblems of Australian identity through 
his use of the Australian uniform, an unspoken but understood sacrifice in his reference 
to previous conflicts and of a lost but simpler world in his subject’s reminiscence of the 
past, contrasted with the potential benefits of world change. In citing his memories of 
retired soldiers, two key themes are introduced. First, and salient to this summoning of 
the muses, is Nelson’s implied reference to present and future conflicts. Second, his 
statement about world change and its effects is qualified by the spectre of threats and 
conflict. Left unstated in this recognition of sacrifice is an imperative for an individual 
and collective commitment to Australian sovereignty. 
The Minister then shifts the object of his attention to his audience of students 
and academics: 
For people like you, there really is a world of opportunity out there (p. 1) 
In this move, he positions his audience as the bearers of fortune. Unspoken, but 
inferred, past sacrifices, are set in contrast to the opportunities rendered by the tides of 
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change. A sense of gratitude and indebtedness is implied as he contrasts the 
opportunities of three generations of Australians: 
The forces of globalisation including freer trade, cheaper travel and improved 
technology mean that more young Australians have opportunities that would be 
unheard of to my generation and certainly to that of my parents. (Nelson, 2006, p. 
1) 
Casting himself as tribal storyteller, the audience is brought into being as young 
Australians, linked by blood to past heroic deeds and needing to bear the responsibility 
of making the most of future opportunities. This citing of past glories sets the stage for 
recruitment to a common cause through eliciting an emotive commitment to those 
intangible qualities that characterise this government’s vision of a unified Australia. 
And for this audience, the citing of myths and the government’s vision of a unified 
Australia, is to forge the bonds of a young educated Australia, ready to maximize the 
opportunities bestowed by free markets and technological advancement, while prepared 
to combat the dangers of an unpredictable world. This passage is also revealing in the 
way the Minister projects the government’s image of a simpler but tougher past, 
implying that globalisation is a relatively contemporary event, and that the circulation of 
ideas and opportunities is in some way linked to globalisation (Apple, Kenway, & 
Singh, 2005; Held, 2009). 
In problematizing the forces of globalisation the Minister draws attention to the 
relationship between government and the management of events and treatment of the 
uncertain. My purpose is to examine how the government of events is allied with 
liberalism, and how the details of a political economy are measured in relation to 
people’s interests and freedoms. Foucault suggests that a liberal apparatus of security 
utilizes the idea of freedom. That it may be seen as a technology of power: a power that 
accounts for ‘the possibility of movement, change of place, and processes of circulation 
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of both people and things’ (Foucault, 2007, pp. 48-49). This is to discursively produce 
the reality of events by nullifying, limiting, checking or regulating freedom.  
These preceding representations of globalisation bare at least two observations. 
Held et al. (1999) suggest that the effects of globalisation can be observed over wide 
tracts of human history and engage complex social processes. Where complexity has 
been observed as a threat, it has also been denied as an existential condition. In addition, 
the Minister attributes agency to globalisation, characterised by rapid flows of 
knowledge, information, technologies, and people but with the capacity to act upon the 
lives of people. Globalisation in this context is simplified as a force for the circulation 
of ideas, people and economy, but with the potential for positive and negative effects.  
Moving to local and global consequences, the forces of globalisation are 
represented as both benign and malevolent. In its benign form, globalisation bestows the 
benefits of liberal economies on enterprising individuals: 
If you have talent and initiative, the ocean isn’t the limit, the sky literally is. 
(Nelson, 2006, p. 1) 
In its malevolent form globalisation is represented as a set of dangers: 
But in the same way that we can more easily access the best the world has to offer, 
so can we be more readily exposed to the world’s dangers. (Nelson, 2006, p. 1) 
In this passage, globalisation is imbued with behavioural characteristics. Opportunity 
and threat speaks to the problem of maintaining state based powers and governance over 
its population. Sassen (2008) has observed foundational transformations in ‘core and 
thick national environments’ characterised not only by ‘globalizing dynamics but also 
of denationalizing dynamics’ (p. 71). Sassen argues that we are seeing the formation of 
‘multiple often highly specialized assemblages of bits of territory, authority and rights 
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that were once ensconced in national framings’ (p. 71). For governments keen to 
preserve sovereign control, the complex struggle between opportunity and threats ‘can 
be seen as destabilizing the particular scalar assemblage that is the nation state’ (p. 71). 
Rather than acknowledging a textured set of social processes, Nelson attributes benign 
and malign qualities to the circulatory effects of globalisation.  
The conceptualisation of globalisation as malign and dangerous is reinforced 
through the metaphor of the viral nature of disease: 
On the 10th of February 2003, the world received the first report of a new and 
mysterious pneumonia-like illness in China’s Guangdong province … 
infected others in Hong Kong, Vietnam, Singapore, Ireland, Germany and Canada 
… resulted in more than 8,000 people in more than 30 countries getting infected 
with SARS, with more than 800 deaths at an immeasurable economic cost. 
(Nelson, 2006, pp. 1-2) 
In citing the consequences of disease the example is re-contextualised to comment on 
the “problem” of terrorism and religious extremism. The comparison assumes a 
common concern between sovereign population and ‘law enforcement authorities’ and 
the connotation of ‘disease’. The use of law enforcement authorities, connects by 
association, political activism to criminal activity and the integration of policing within 
a general apparatus of security: 
Our law enforcement authorities remain concerned that this particular disease – an 
insane ideology that’s incompatible with a peaceful world – has spread to people 
who are working to inflict terror throughout countries including our own. (Nelson, 
2006, p. 2) 
The trope of an ‘insane ideology’ spreading to people reinforces the imagery of 
contagion and viral networks. The discursive medicalisation of threats to national 
security, invokes images of exponential division of cellular organisms and the fluid 
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transportation of agents from one membrane to another This image is later reinforced 
through the representation of terrorists training in one part of the world (Afghanistan) 
and applying their training in another (Bali). The speech uses knowledge produced in 
the discipline of medical science to constitute the “problem” of terror. Up to this point, 
statements asserting what is good and desirable are contrasted with existential factors 
that count as potential threats. These concepts are developed by presumptions about the 
contagion of insane ideology threatening to infect Australians within the nation’s 
borders. 
When identifying sub-groups of population hostile to sovereign interests, the 
Minister draws attention to an extreme example of how the apparatus of security works 
at normalising and optimising population. What this suggests is the identification, 
projection and management of cases, risks, dangers and crisis within a population and 
where necessary, the use of interventions by bringing the ‘most unfavorable into line 
with the more favorable (Foucault, 2007, p. 63)’. Dean (2008) and Castels (1991) have 
commented on the applications of epidemiological approaches to risk management in 
processes of governmentality: 
Epidemiological risk … has become linked to the ‘screening ‘ of populations in 
order to engage in a ‘systematic pre-detection’ that eliminates or minimizes future 
pathologies through interventions in ‘modifiable risk factors’. Epidemiological risk 
therefore has a preventive ethos … (Dean, 2008, p. 189)  
In the context of Nelson’s speech, the application of the techne of security is found in 
the discursive representation of risk and threat to motivate the desire of sub-groups of 
population in particular ways. As I show later, the technology of population screening, 
pre-detection and the modification of risk factors can be found in the integration of 
education and literacy within a dispositif of security.  
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The cross-bordering effect (Bacchi, 2014) of using the discipline of medical 
science to conceptualise how we come to know and constitute the problem of terror also 
speaks to the context in which the speech is being made. In this instance, the Minister is 
speaking to an audience of educators and knowledge workers. In a system of prohibition 
that limits and accords privileges (Foucault, 1981), the audience is being invited to be 
part of the solution to the problem represented. ‘Bodies politic’ suggest Graham and 
Luke (2003), ‘by definition, must engage in forms of ‘public pedagogy’ that broadcast 
not only preferred representations, but also set out preferred systemic relations and 
predispositions towards categories of inclusion and exclusion’ (Graham & Luke, 2003, 
p. 156). I argue that the audience is being constituted as a ‘martial body’ (Smith, 2013), 
one possible cure or preventative to the contagion. 
In the concluding passage of the introduction to his speech, the Minister makes 
some claims about the effects of globalisation on sovereign security: 
we can no longer afford to think of our security as something that begins and ends 
with our borders. We have to appreciate that what happens in other parts of the 
world has everything to do with us. (Nelson, 2006, p. 2) 
Here the Minister represents the problem of security as a form of economy that cannot 
be gambled with. Security is a currency that is permeable and crosses borders. Threats 
to security reach into the existential experience of the seated audience. Having 
connected the audience to a cultural inheritance grounded in war, the statement connects 
the audience to the concerns of the government. These subjects are produced as a niche 
collective, which needs to appreciate that their lived experience is touched by the fluid 
qualities of the threat represented.  
When the Minister turns to an exhortation of threats to national security, he 
positions the audience to share the collective problem of knowledge building in 
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preparation for uncertain futures. In the first part of the statement below, the knowledge 
of potential threats is turned into a category. By addressing the importance of 
knowledge, not only are we reminded of the context and audience of his speech, ‘ a 
place of learning’, but Nelson differentiates between that which is predictable and can 
be anticipated, and that which needs to be acquired and responded to:  
In assessing our strategic environment, there are some potential threats we can 
more readily anticipate. However, we face a future that will be shaped largely not 
by the things we know, but the things we do not. (Nelson, 2006, p. 3) 
Hence, the absence of knowledge is, by implication, represented as a risk and danger. In 
addressing his audience, this could be regarded as an appeal to the value of intellectual 
capital (Bourdieu, 1988) to the national interest and to material commitments to the 
production of intellectual capability (Alkire, 2005) in the service of the nation.  
Continuing, the Minister makes reference to 9/11 suggesting a symbolic and 
temporal marker, in Foucauldian terms an event, for the unleashing of globalisation’s 
demonic forces. Nelson’s prior invocation of the forces of globalisation and assessment 
of the security environment, is reinforced by the collocation of unpredictability, 
uncertainty and threats:  
In the post-September 11 world, we have to take into account an increased level of 
unpredictability and uncertainty, with threats capable of emerging with little 
warning: 
The growth of non-State actors as strategic players, both globally and in our region. 
A technological revolution in which many nations in our region will acquire the 
most advanced military hardware, where non-State actors can more easily gain 
harmful technologies. 
Increased movement across borders, making it difficult to control the movement of 
people and capabilities that may pose a threat in our region. (Nelson, 2006, p. 3) 
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What the Minister names, however, are threats posed to the stability of the State. The 
event of 9/11 represents a crisis, through which hard to define profiles of population, 
enter as dangers to the stable embodiment of state. In addressing threats to security, the 
speech builds an impression of cascading strategic complexity, realised through the 
forces of globalisation and represented as a circulation of myriad medical, ideological 
and political threats: non-state actors, un-constrained use of military knowledge and 
technology and mass movement of populations. This provides Nelson with the scope 
and rationale for forms of intervention beyond, at and within Australian borders.  
 
Civil society: Governing knowledge and desires 
In the following section, I consider Nelson’s narrative vision for a macropolitics of 
society: a case in which population is the object of calculation and transformation in the 
production of civil society: 
[T]hat the naturalness identified in the fact of population is constantly accessible to 
agents and techniques of transformation, on condition that these agents and 
techniques are at once enlightened, reflected, analytical, calculated and calculating 
… (Foucault, 2007, p. 71) 
For Foucault, one way that the naturalness of population can be accessed and 
transformed, is through human desire (1981). As an object of government, the idea of 
desire is understood in two ways. First, desire is the pursuit of the individual’s interest. 
Desire can be considered as one mainspring of action in a population and that this 
‘naturalness of desire thus marks the population and becomes accessible to government 
technique’ (p. 73). Second, governmental knowledge of desire relates to how it can be 
put to use in the management of a population and the ‘spontaneous production of the 
collective interest by desire’ (p. 73). 
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In this section of the speech the Minister connects the context of delivery – 
speaking to an audience of students and academics – with the theme of education and 
literacy. 
The concluding statement deals primarily with what is seen as a precondition of 
civil and stable society. Nelson’s discussion is organised by scoping and 
conceptualising categories of conscience, empathy, literacy, values and perspective, and 
finally by problematizing education’s role in the defence of the nation. The style is more 
in the spirit of a homily, than narration, as Nelson rounds off his tale through conveying 
a set of brief lessons, which at times bring together his earlier themes. The function of 
the author here is as pastor to his flock (Foucault, 2007). To possess conscience is 
equated with having a moral compass, and is projected as a precondition for the 
enjoyment of freedom. Empathy is represented as a quality to be inscribed in young 
Australians, as well as states and nations. The Minister’s pastoral concern is for the way 
life is lived by individuals and nations. The object of Nelson’s attention is broad, 
including the behaviour of individuals and governments within and beyond Australian 
borders.  
Relevant to the purpose of my analysis is the conflation of literacy, values and 
education with issues of a civil society and sovereign security. Nelson’s discussion 
about literacy is marked by a series of rationalisations/presuppositions, which assumes a 
causal relationship between world stability, a particularly utilitarian view of literacy and 
the effects of illiteracy on civil society. The passage opens with the following claim: 
A third precondition for a civil society and stable world is literacy. (Nelson, 2006, 
p. 7) 
In this first use of the term, literacy is abstracted from social context and is seen as a 
priori to society (Street, 1995). As a precondition to civil society, literacy in some way 
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must exist outside of time. The use of literacy as a universal also affords it the capacity 
to act upon the social world in ways that contain and civilise society (Gee, 1986). 
Rather than existing within processes of social formation, literacy pre-empts the social 
world. In this sense it is attributed an agency capable of harnessing incivility and chaos 
through the production of a stable civil society. Seen in this way, literacy acts to contain 
unbridled forces and reduce the effects of cascading complexity, two features of which 
the Minister illustrates with the global applications and effects of technology and the 
knowledge, which produces it: 
By this, I not only mean a capacity to read but also a capacity to understand 
technology that is influencing every part of the globe and a capacity to understand 
the science which underwrites it. (Nelson, 2006, p. 7)) 
In this part of the passage, literacy is equated to reading and understanding, however, it 
is also associated with the utilitarian purpose of managing the risks of unconstrained 
spread of technology, and the ownership and production of a particular form of 
knowledge (Dean, 2008; Valentine, 2000). By implication, the inability to read and 
comprehend at a required level is a risk to security through the loss of competitive edge 
and scientific knowledge. The production of desired forms of knowledge, generated by 
the politics of security, can be understood as a way of governing the work of population 
in an educable society. Similarly, the capacity to produce and shape the use of particular 
forms of knowledge, through targeted use of a literacy capability, supports the 
containment of instability (Sen, 2003). In a Foucauldian sense, this has the biopolitical 
effect of achieving complexity reduction. 
Having discursively produced an interpretation of the benefits of literacy – ‘that 
which is in the true’ – the Minister’s next move is to use the case of literacy levels in 
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Afghanistan. The audience is returned here to an earlier theme of the effects of religious 
extremism, which in this instance, is connected to the question of literacy: 
One of the real struggles in Afghanistan, apart from the Taliban and those who are 
committed to that form of ideological insanity, is that two-thirds of the population 
is illiterate. (Nelson, 2006, p. 7) 
There are a number of things to note about this passage. Critically, the pre-supposition 
that two thirds of the population is illiterate is based on a particular/limited 
understanding of what counts as literacy. The historical traditions through which 
knowledge and culture have been disseminated in Afghani society are discounted in this 
account. Large sections of the population are collectively labelled and differentiated 
from what are counted as benchmarks of Western society, including, standards of 
literacy. 
The taint of collective deficit is reinforced by the metaphor of disease: 
ideological insanity is juxtaposed with illiteracy. By association, illiteracy is both 
pathologised and linked as a political tool of an opposing force. A field of hegemony is 
established in correlating the Taliban and illiteracy with the metaphor of real struggle, a 
struggle that, in this context, has less to do with the material fight for survival but a fight 
over the control of ideas.  
Finally, the stage is set for illiteracy to be displaced and substituted by an 
account of an uncivil and unstable Afghanian society. While a number of the quoted 
statistics are indeed disturbing, Nelson’s description assumes a disintegrating society 
subject to economic malaise, poor health and the opprobrium of moral decay: 
Only one in five children lives to the age of five. The average life expectancy is 46. 
GDP per head of population is US$1,000 and half of the non-aid dependent part of 
the economy is opium. (Nelson, 2006, p. 7) 
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The Minister’s tale is cautionary. In this part of his homily, the representation of a 
society subjected to barbarous rule, serves to spell out the dangers and risks of illiteracy. 
Here, values of a social and political order are represented to be antagonistic to the 
markers of western culture and violate what are counted as the characteristics of civil 
society. By implication this impresses the need for gatekeeping by instilling fear of 
fragmentation and disintegration of Australia’s social fabric. This is a double move: at 
one level the vaccination of values that threaten, and then the recruitment of life and 
intangibles to immunise civil society in which the conditions of liberal government are 
made possible (Foucault, 2008). 
In such a construction, juridical and economic subjects form part of an 
assemblage, discursively constituted by the multiplication of the subjects own interest; 
realised however through a ‘formal play of inequalities that must be instituted and 
constantly nourished and maintained ’ (Lazzarato, 2009, p. 117). 
Having addressed the risks and dangers of illiteracy, Nelson moves to the topic 
of values as a precondition of a civil society. It is this embodiment of policy position as 
a projection of desirable values that assists in the recruitment of educated elites and 
talent to governmental projects. In addressing the question of civil society, the Minister 
argues for an identifiable and culturally homogeneous assemblage of political and social 
institutions, which by their binding force, pit themselves in struggle against an 
unpredictable barbarism. In the first passage of this section of the speech, knowledge of 
people’s desires is projected onto the audience: 
One is a desire on the part of people to be governed together, that they see 
themselves as one grouping of people who would seek common governance. And 
the other is values which are informed by a commonality of feeling, language, 
literature and history. (Nelson, 2006, p. 8) 
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The assertion that people have a need and will for common political and cultural 
goods, serves to position his audience as a unified body. I see this as a simplification of 
quite complex social realities that silence the diverse opinions, cultural practices, and 
stances of individuals and collectives within the community in relation to government 
processes. The Minister’s indicators of common values, ‘feeling, language, literature 
and history’ are thematically chained to the virtue of literacy and bound by the 
intelligibility of common good, rather than complex and diverse cultural practices. 
Compare this with following passage in which he returns to the malign effects of 
globalisation: 
This is a global struggle. We are involved in a struggle against a global insurgency 
of disparate groups of Islamic extremists who are not just fanatically anti-
American, but fanatically opposed to the way of life and values that free countries 
hold dear. (Nelson, 2006, p. 8)  
The Minister weighs the virtues of certain and understood political and cultural 
practices, against images that suggest division, fragmentation, hostility and threat. 
These are forces that if left unchecked will ‘diminish us and risk leaving the next 
generation hostage to a force it may never control’ (Nelson, 2006, p. 8). Governmental 
objectives of containment are matched against the risks of spiralling complexity, the 
cost of which would be the potential bifurcation of stable systems of government and 
civil society towards unstable and uncertain social systems. 
The concluding comment of the Minister’s speech addresses the theme of 
Education and the Defence of the Nation. In this passage Nelson begins by parrying 
arguments about the funding of education and defence, mindful no doubt of the 
audience he is addressing. Citing John Adams, the second President of the United States 
of America, he legitimises the art of warfare as an educational pursuit. Decisive 
interventions in Afghanistan and East Timor are legitimised as attempts to secure the 
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rights and freedoms of others. Following on from Adams, Nelson quotes Thomas 
Jefferson – ‘education is the defence of the nation’ – in order to justify investment in 
education. These twin purposes of education, the generation of a particular kind of 
knowledge and the inscription of particular sets of values, speak to those features of 
governmentality observed by Foucault; namely that the emergence of biopolitical 
government has contained within it the traces of the sovereign’s power over life, 
pastoral power over the conduct of population and disciplinary power over kinds of 
knowledge to be used by populations (Foucault, 2007). 
In his final two sentences the Minister is explicit about the integration of 
education within a whole-of-government security strategy:  
The struggle against terrorism and fundamentalist extremism is as much an effort 
in aid, development, education and in combating what Socrates describes as the 
root of all-evil – ignorance. (Nelson, 2006, p. 9)  
In this move, education and by implication literacy, are incorporated as tools of 
government in a coordinated approach involving aid and development. And it is made 
clear that the use of education and literacy and by association the promulgation of 
conscience, empathy and values, forms a cluster of civilising forces. 
In this speech, global struggle is presented as a battle of ideas, diffused across a 
range of political and social contexts, and challenge traditional conceptualisations of 
state and territory. The horizon of government strategy in the uses of education and 
literacy moves fluidly across regional and sovereign terrain. It begins with the 
recruitment of population and what government considers civil society to be; and 
involves the containment of values within national borders, recontextualised regionally 
across social spaces that pose challenges to the values and conduct of what counts as 
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civil society. It is in part through a play of freedom, responsibility and desire that the 
speech constitutes an apparatus of security. As Graham and Luke (2003) suggest: 
[Like] so many militarizing moments before, the newly militarizing body politic 
clothes vested interests in the garish drag of ‘national’ interests, and, however 
quietly it is put, in the hierarchical reordering and revaluation of persons along 
crude lines of race, ‘creed’, morality and other perennial bases of political 
Otherings. (p. 165)  
In the problem space in which this body politic is constituted, biopoliticised 
subjects and civil society are visibly rendered and produced as working partners in the 
reflexive process of governmentality (Dean, 2008; Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008; 
Foucault, 2007).  
Summary  
My analysis has attempted to describe a way in which the concepts of education and 
literacy have been discursively deployed within a whole-of-government security 
strategy. I have attempted to show how the focus of such a strategy has engaged 
interventions both within sovereign territory and beyond. Implicated in a whole-of-
government security strategy is a reframing of traditional geopolitical concerns about 
security within a discourse about human security. I have argued that a complex 
fabrication of milieu by the Australian Government has targeted aspects of population 
both within the nation and abroad. In Foucault’s terms, these are the spaces in which 
uncertain elements unfold and which government seeks to regulate within a ‘multivalent 
and transformable framework’ (2007, p. 20). Out of this analysis at least three 
arguments have emerged. 
First, the recruitment of civil society to government strategy relies in part on the 
discursive production of a particular history and identity; an association between 
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personal desire with economic and cultural stability; recruitment to a common cause 
foregrounding the value of intellectual capital and education; the promulgation of a 
discourse of fear emphasising malign characteristics of globalisation, and the 
expurgation of dangerous ideologies and people. In advancing the importance of 
discursive and non-discursive practices in government, one strategy of government is to 
maintain the illusory of an homogenising national mythology, while seeking to assert a 
transactional reality for the state (Lemke, 2007). My argument takes account of how 
policy as discourse intersects with constructs of sovereign nation and globalising 
politics, and where the securitisation of territory, population and political economy is 
the focus of government (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008). 
The second part of my argument goes to the question of how governments 
respond to complexity. In the context of global events characterised by fluid movements 
of populations, information, finance, violence and disease, one governmental strategy is 
to systematically use the apparatus of government in order to contain the rise of 
complex social forces and protect homogenous cultural values. Paradoxically, this has 
involved concentration of executive power within a federal system of government 
focused on the production and recruitment of civil society.  
Finally, I have argued that education and literacy are seen as instruments for the 
inscription of a coded set of values understood to be synonymous with civil society. 
This incorporation of education and literacy into a whole-of-government security 
strategy is used to govern the conduct of diverse and unpredictable populations; and, 
therefore, can be seen as a feature of biopolitical government. 
Conclusion 
My analysis of Nelson’s text responds in part to the problematization of the status of 
nation-states. Importantly it also responds to how it is made possible that educators can 
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be asked to do surveillance work in the interest of national security. I have explored in 
this paper a tension between governmental efforts to secure national sovereignty and the 
need to manage the force of globalising economies and politics. Viewed within the 
context of global events characterised by fluid movements of populations, information, 
finance, violence and disease, I have argued that government practices are highly 
invested in containing the risks to existing relationships of power and political 
economies (Bauman, 2007; Castel, 1991; Dean, 2006). Nelson’s speech exemplifies 
narratives that conceptualise the nation as a sovereign state constituted by a unitary civil 
society. Such conceptualisations offer governments one strategy for containing risks. 
Geopolitical concerns about the global place of the nation intersect here with 
biopolitical modes of government interested in containing dangers and risks to 
normative representations of civil society (De Larrinaga & Doucet, 2008; Lazzarato, 
2009; Sassen, 2009). This “governmentality” has projected the nature of sovereignty as 
interdependent questions of national identity and geopolitical interests; used the politics 
of fear to heighten feelings of uncertainty and crisis and elicited the desire of population 
for the benefits of particular kinds of knowledge and commitments to a neo-liberal view 
of civil society. My analysis of these representations of global events, and sovereign and 
geopolitical interests in Nelson’s text, connects a problematization of these processes to 
the production of “civil literate subjects”. 
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